The Toyota Production System, or Lean, is widely credited for the high quality and reliability behind Toyota motor products. Toyota's Lean is a relentless pursuit of reducing waste-excess waiting time, excess inventory, excess steps-from the production process, and a commitment to continuous improvement.
In the United States, Boeing Corporation was an early adaptor of Lean, and consultant John Black, the primary author of this book, aided in that effort. Black's chance meeting with the president of Virginia Mason Medical Center on an airplane in 2000 led to the introduction of Lean principles to the health care setting. Since then, Lean has spread rapidly throughout the field, and is viewed as one of the key contemporary management strategies for improving efficiency and quality in health care.
This book begins with a basic description of Lean, and then guides the reader through the steps involved in implementing it in a health care organization. Many of the strategies seem familiar. For example, Lean advocates bringing the processes of care to the patient, rather than moving the patient through a series of departments. This is one of the principles often associated with patient-centered care. Improvement and redesign involves studying processes and creating flowcharts, familiar techniques to those who have been through the total quality management and re-engineering eras. Lean also urges management to reduce inventories and order only when existing supplies are depleted, a technique similar to ''just in time'' inventory management.
Yet this book demonstrates that there is more to Lean than putting new labels on proven practices. Lean uses flowcharts to study the physical steps that health care workers take to accomplish common tasks, and then employs those charts to redesign the physical setting in a manner that reduces worker steps and improves productivity. Lean advocates that CEOs chair weekly stand-up meetings held in ''visibility rooms,'' where the results of their organizations' Lean change efforts are graphically displayed on the walls for all to see. Underlying all of Lean's strategies is a relentless and almost zealous war on waste of any kind in an organization. Lean principles guide managers to reduce wait times for patients, reduce steps taken by health care workers, and reduce inventory and supplies.
A commitment to Lean also involves mastering a whole new vocabulary of Japanese terms derived from the original Toyota system. Fortunately, the book incorporates a glossary to aid the reader. While skeptics might argue that learning and using a new vocabulary is not necessary, Lean advocates likely would counter that new words help promote new ways of thinking and help produce the paradigm shift that is necessary for the Lean processes to work.
According to this text, the application of Lean principles routinely results in dramatic results. Reductions of 50% or more in patient waiting time, distance traveled by staff, lab turnaround time, and various other processes are typically reported within weeks or months. The results would demand the attention of even the most complacent health care executive.
Finally, the book's authors argue that Lean is not for the faint-hearted. An organization should be prepared for a multiyear commitment to Lean, a time frame that well exceeds the boundaries of most health care organizations' planning processes. In addition, there will likely be some resistance from an organization's workforce, since the successful application of Lean often rests on the standardization of professional and white collar work.
This work is written for health care leaders and managers. It is replete with sidebar applications, chapter-by-chapter take-away points, and a whole section of case examples from Virginia Mason Medical Center and Park Nicollet Health Services, organizations that have made an enterprisewide commitment to Lean. It is action-oriented, and academics and researchers may be frustrated by its lack of detail on the methods and data collection strategies behind the results reported. Still, it is an excellent introduction to the Toyota production process, and a clear demonstration of why these techniques are having such a strong impact on health care delivery.
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